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MARC LAUXTERMANN 


BYZANTINE DIDACTIC POETRY 
AND THE QUESTION OF POETICALITY 


e la forma sia l’abito 
del vero senso profondo d’ogni cosa 
Dionysios Solomos 


In 2003, when my book on Byzantine poetry had just appeared, Juan Signes 
Codoñer held a lecture on the same topic, in which he attempted to provide a 
survey of the various poetic genres that existed in Byzantium. This lecture is to 
be found on the internet, and I can strongly recommend it to my fellow Byzanti- 
nists because it contains some very insightful remarks!. At a certain point in his 
lecture Signes Codoñer comes to speak about Byzantine didactic poetry — espe- 
cially about the Chiliades of Tzetzes and the Synopsis Chronike of Manasses. In 


his view, these poems do not qualify as poetry. I quote: «It is clear that this | 


immense production in verse does not deserve to be called poetry, not only if we 
look at it from a modern point of view, but also if we take into consideration the 
conceptual framework of Aristotle. For in his Poetics (1451b) Aristotle esta- 
blished that the criterion to determine the poetic character of a work is not 
whether it is in verse, but whether it is able to create (moieîv) universal and 
eternal models, even when it derives its inspiration from concrete characters. In 
sharp contrast, however, the so-called Byzantine didactic poetry does not shun to 
versify historical events, as we see in the case of Manasses — despite the fact that, 

ording to Aristotle, history and poetry are each other’s antipodes»?. Signes 


1° J. SIGNES CODONER, Poesia clasicista bizantina en los siglos X-XII : entre tradiciôn e 
movaciôn (Burgos 2003) : http://www.monnalisagarden.com/tdtc/ricerca/burgos/lezioni/ 
220HistoriaZÆ20 literaria/1.%20]Juan%20Signes%20Codo%F1ler.rtf. It has meanwhile been 
bished, with the same title, in V. VALCARCEL MARTINEZ — C. PÉREZ GONZÂLEZ (ed. by), 

Sia Medieval. Historia literaria y transmisiôde textos, Burgos 2005, 19-66. 


2. The quote can be found near footnotes 45-46 : «Es evidente que toda esta inmensa 
DeelOn en verso no merece la calificacién de poética, no sélo desde un moderno punto de 
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continues by saying that it would be interesting to see whether the 
d to the Aristotelian definition of poetry, or not. 
yzantine didactic poetry has not been studied 
d random observations, such as, 
s simply continued 


Codoñer 
Byzantines themselves subscribe 
And he laments the fact that B 
properly, apart from some Cursorÿy comments an 
for example, the questionable assumption that the Byzantine 


the ancient tradition of versifying didactic materials”. 
In an excellent paper in a recent issue of Jahrbuch der Üsterreichischen 


tik, Ingela Nilsson expresses à totally different view on the poetic 
Chronike of Manasses. Whereas Signes Codoñer is of 
however interesting in other respects, does 
Nilsson avers that the Synopsis Chronike is 


highly poetic. She goes on by saying the following : «lt should be noted that this 
poetic effect is not some “natural” consequence of the authors versification of 
the historical material, but a result of his creative use of language (such as neo- 
logisms, or the contrast between vernacular and Homeric words) and elaborate 
narrative techniques (such as intricate patterns of repetition with variation)». 
And in a highly interesting footnote she adds the following comment : «That is to 
s not amount to poetry : verse is a formal feature, whereas poetry is 
have poetic prose just as We Can have prosaic 


Byzantinis 
qualities of the Synopsis 
the opinion that this verse chronicle, 


not fall into the category of poetry, 


say, verse doe 
an aesthetic judgement, so we can 


verse” ». 


que en su Poética 1451b establecia que no 
naba el carâcter poético de una obra, sino su capacidad de crear 
que en griego poietes significa “creador”), 
la llamada poesia didâctica bizantina, por el 
a versificar acontecimientos histricos, 


vista, sino desde la concepciôn del mismo Aristôteles, 


era el verso lo que determi 
modelos universales e intemporales (recuérdese 
aunque fuese a partir de personajes concretos : 
contrario, llega en algün caso, como el de Manases, 


situados por Aristôteles en las antipodas de la poesia». 
ante ver si la definiciôn aristotélica, que fue adoptada por los renacentistas, se 


opia concepciôn de la poesia entre los bizantinos, lo que nos permitiria 
rtas acerca del status de la poesia didäctica bizantina. Esta reflexiôn estä 
de extrañar que los estudiosos, a la hora de abordar el fârrago de 
algün modo problema y procedan de forma pragmätica, 
la tradiciôn didâctica helenistica y circunscri- 
o mâs que la indicaciôn del titulo y némero de 
las modernas investigaciones excluyen 
legaciôn puede 


3. «Seria interes 
aproximaba o no a la pr 
Ilegar a conclusiones cie 
aûn por hacer, por lo que no es 
los versos didâcticos, obvien de 
limitändose a señalar que estos poemas continüan 
biendo su comentario de las piezas concretas à pOC 
versos y una breve reseña del contenido. De esta forma, 
los poemas didâcticos bizantinos de su anälisis sin preguntarse siquiera si esta re 
coincidir o no con la visién que los propios bizantinos tenfan de sus géneros literarios». 


4. I. NILSSON, «Narrating Images in Byzantine Literature : the Ekphraseis of Konstantinos 
Manasses», JOB 55 (2005) 121-146, p. 131. 
5. Ibidem, n. 31. 
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A few comments are in place h i 
lémente tous e here. First of all, the question : 
ohms À voi sa Nilsson. This is, of mar # 
dau dune . . ord Concertos of Bach ; others consider them i on. 
DL Hit stand us nn . se that Van Gogh is a great painter ; others nr 
D be Hern ‘he ser people admire Flaubert ; other people think h 
all very highbrow. They far Just mentioned (Bach, Van Gogh, Flaubert) “4 
Rd capitalize on tie privil part of the cultural baggage of the elite, whi : 
RE one : _ Fi su by means of an exclusive set of pars 
EE. pires du : of higher education, museums, concert tai 
D us à is ciso à notmativ or s, seathetie judgment is not just a suibjective 
D ton of culturel e criterion, which to a large extent informs the 
that legitimizes the powe Participation. Aesthetic judgment is a cultural tu 
ps . “ha re + 5 of a given society. This is not som 
D : n like this. But since cultures are diff ares. 
P ne es à etic sais may vary. erent in time and 
erefore, if we desire to assess the poetic iti 
nicle, the leadin qualities of Manasses” 
D su e + res should be that we ask ourselves what D tes 
D in Signes Codoi Fr may have been like. (On this Salé F 
RE au, er). This means that we will have to study the condi 
D as sycen of ue of Literary works in the Comnenian a TUE 
cists the a qe Status of authors, the RE F 
Performance in the À ol À © time and the rhetorical training at schools de 
nd all its mi ; authors, the man i 7e 
Lintend 150 such as annotations and other ep æ 
bec of menu Las . and now, but T would like to point Gt Un 
iGation that this text Fo 2 u “ cran Chronike is certainly a strong 
Ne public’. (And on this es e ete judgment» of the Byzantine 
ncur with Nilsson). 


à 


2e P. MAGDALINO ; 

Dos, «H Géon ‘is un of Manuel I Komnenos, Cambridge 1993, p. 316-413 

/O' EXvias» in P Oo TLKNS aToTiinons 0€ juia “Léa” “4 ù # , and 
> in PF. ODORICO — P.A. A à a LoTopla ns B - 

byzantine. Problé GAPITOS (éd.), P. UÉQUTL 

De. ° blèmes, méthod *  OUr une «nouvelles histoi 

al philologi Éd Odes, approches, propositi oire de la 
gique, Nicosie-Chypre, 25-28 mai 2000, Paris 2002 [Dossiers B ne 

yzantins 1], 


lantini Manassis B © 
ci reviarium Ch ; 
is 36] ; D. RE Tu Chronicum, ed. O. LAMPSID 
INSCH, Historia ancilla litterarum ? Zum . mn vo ds 
n Geschmack 


EL. 
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oach, Signes Codoñer and Nilsson seem to 


Despite the differences in appr 
tion not fixed in time and 


share the conviction that «aesthetic judgment» is a no 
but one that somehow transcends the boundaries of contingency. For 


otle has said all that there is to be said about poetry — and 
whatever does not obey to the Aristotelian rules, does not qualify as poetry. This 
is the standpoint of the classicist. For Nilsson, on the other hand, novelty in 
expression, linguistic variation and elaborate narrative techniques are qualities 
that separate the «poetic» from the «non-poetic». By giving these qualities an 
atus and using them as a criterion to divide the «poetic» from the 
she turns them into guiding rules for the proper «aesthetic 
andpoint of the modernist. 
e the issue of aesthetic judgment and turn to what to me 
is the most interesting part of the remarks of these two scholars : namely, to use 


the words of Nilsson, that «verse does not amount to poetry». According to both 


scholars, not all Byzantine verses are poetry. In the case of Signes Codoñer, it is 
clear that he thinks that the didactic poetry of Tzetzes and Manasses does not 
t tell us explicitly what sort of verses, accor- 


ding to her, do not achieve any «poetic effect», but the mere fact that she raises 
discussing the Synopsis Chronike, strongly 


the question of poeticality when 
is verse chronicle belongs to a kind of poetry 


suggests that she, too, thinks that thi 
that can be easily dismissed by some as non-poetic. Verse chronicles and didac- 


tic verses constitute a problem, or so it would seem°. 
In reaction to the views of Signes Codoñer and Nilsson, I could point out that 


no one hesitates to call the didactic verses of the ancients’ poetry. But I will not 
do so. I could equally point out that in all medieval literatures didactic material is 
often composed in verse. But I will not do so. For this is the easy way out. It 
would be avoiding the crucial question put forward by these two scholars. What 
is:poetry ? Ïs it only verse, or is it something more than verse ? Of the two, 
Nilsson is the most outspoken ; she expresses her views in unmistakable terms : 


«verse is a formal feature, whereas poetry is an aesthetic judgement, so we can 
can have prosaic verse». As I already discussed the 


et us tum to the rest of this highly illuminative 


space, 
Signes Codoñer, Arist 


ontological st 
«non-poetic», 
judgment». This is the st 

But let us leave asid 


qualify as poetry. Nilsson does no 


have poetic prose just as WE 


term «aesthetic judgment», 1 
in der Komnenenzeit : das Beispiel der Ziwous Xporw des Konstantinos Manasses, in 
ODORICO — AGAPITOS, Pour une «nouvelle» histoire., op. cit., 81-94. 

stion whether verse chronicles, such as the one by Manasses, fall 


8. 1 will not go into the que 
or not : Signes Codoñer thinks it does, but REINSCH, «Historià 


into the category of didactic verse, 
ancilla litterarum...» cit., p. 84-85, thinks it does not. 
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à 


phrase — illuminative because it 
they If Nilsson ver ns ei “A ul ls 
et us begin with the terms «poetic prose» and , \2 

known, a metri ; «prosaic verse». As 
nm . ee . . during the last two un 
D sot and RS 8 = intermediate stages of prose 
RE  rco .  — course of this process the M con 
| D vhs bec sn y have been broken down — at least apparently so, for in 
ca; ton in AE dense and more self-conscious, and often also more 
| D odernist posts, = Em days of metre and rhyme. Whatever the case 
RE Pie “ste : praised for the prosaic 

nu rx me modernist aut 

Falkner, is ghy r not considered 1 Be po. Ncdls to say, al has cha 
—… «poetic» leaves so ni . EPA and the discussion of the terms «prosaic» and 
D iniont Troc .. interpretation that it does not lead us to greater 
pee En sos usion stems from the fact that with the disappearance 
RE s survived to distinguish poetry from prose. But the pro- 
D niter L rhythm is a Characteristic feature of all kinds of human speech ne 
nice À F0 wi . we could say that a text with easily D 
D ce ni the SARROr of the poetic, but that would mean that 
Him L en in Byzantine Greek are poetry in disguise, seeing 
Ages. This does not lead er highbrow literature during the Middle 
4 The answer is actually quite gs mire Sd . ae 
Eus look at the beginning of a famous poem by W.H. Aider Musée des 


D 4 s , “à 
rts, which deals with a painting by Breughel, The Fall of Icarus : 


4 suffering they were never WION£, 
Ê he Old Masters ; how well, they understood 
ts human position ; how it takes place 


While someone else i i 
is eat : ; | 
along. aung Or opening a window or just walking dully 


fou would pri is li - 
D. 0) _. prose, it would lose most of its forcefulness ; it 
D the inversion of the normal word order and the 
De clcer that Fes unnecessarily complex. But if you read it like 
RE “ severs the sentence into syntagmatic units 
vo : e time belong together, like tiny tesserae in a 
its own glow, but all of them enhancing the overall 
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effect of splendour. Modern poetry makes excessive use of enjambment, a device 
which, exactly by thwarting our expectations, lends special emphasis to the synta- 
ctical construction of the verses and underlines the importance of certain key 
concepts : for example, the frailty of humanity in verses 2 and 3, «how well they 
understood / its Auman position». The main difference between modern and older 
ambment is avoided in older poetry, whereas it is sought after in 


ut the interesting thing is that it does not really matter whether a 
in both types of poetry there is a strong 


poetry is that enj 
modern poetry. B 
poem avoids enjambment or not, because 


connection between syntax and verse. 
The fact that we usually print verses with some blank space at the end of the 
line, is therefore more than just an editorial convention. It is the soul of poetry 
that highlights the importance of the close 


itself. For it is a typographical device 
al patterns. It turns rhythm 


connection between syntactical patterns and rhythmic 
into syntax and syntax into verse”. 

Nilsson also writes : «Verse is a formal feature». Indeed, it is. But form and 
content cannot be separated. If we would rephrase the beginning of Auden’s 
poem into the dull sentence : «The Old Masters were never wrong about suffe- 
ring», it would lose not only its poetic effect, but also most of its meaning. Then 
there would be no emphasis on «about suffering», then there would be no 
focalisation of the postponed subject, «the Old Masters». To put it simply, then 


the text would mean something completely different. 


In the following I will discuss two Byzantine texts in order to illustrate the 


intricate relation between form and content. The first is a riddle by John Geo- 


metres, Cr. 327, 10 (dturyua eis GAas, «a riddle on salt») : 


ÿSaros ékyevouny, Tpâpe 8’ HALOS aÿTis 


äévaros, Bvnokw 8é VE HNTÉPL HLOUVT. 
«I was born from the water, but was then raised by the sun, the undying 


one ; I myself die through my mother only». 


ee 

9. See R. JAKOBSON, Selected Writings, NI, Poetry of Grammar and Grammar of Poetry, ed. 
by S. RUDY, The Hague-Paris-New York 1981, passim, esp. p. 18-51, 87-97, 98-135 and 136-147. 
On the close connection between syntax and verse in Byzantine poetry, see M.D. LAUXTERMANN;, 
The Spring of Rhythm. An Essay on the Political Verse and Other Byzantine Metres, Vienna 1999, 


p. 80-86. 


10. J.A. CRAMER, Anecdota 
IV, Oxford 1841, p. 327 ; also published by €. MILOVAN 


ske Zagonetke, Belgrade 1986, p. 49 (nr. 65). 


Graeca e Codd. Manuscriptis Bibliothecae Regiae Parisiensis, 
oVIÈ, Bwavrivà Aiviyuara. Vizantif: 
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À 


This i ; 
| Peer ie ue “a PRE NES that have come down to us in 
bites rad de . Es" : Modern Greek riddles — a popu- 

: Fe — there are no less than 25 di 
ns of, mo om sure of Mae 
o HMOs To ‘GpédeL, re en . nr me VEPé YEPAÉTAL Toi 
oc * TOU, TÉŸTEL TOQ Trelaiver : 

| 4 el nd en eus The puriäv TPÉHW, TTÉPT 'S T’ aykékLa 
| sé ruée à re LoKt ; VLPO HL yévv'ot, LL Touv lou TPÉDOULLL 
| a Lo : aivou. In all these versions the pattern of thought k 
> Goin rom sea «Water», is «raised» into existence through the 
- 8 in salt pans), and «dies» when it dissolves i i 
its «mother»). If we compare the text of Geometres with that of th Le 
LE. ne see that ee supplements a seemingly uninteresting re 
is imm : s : 
D on .. - And yet, this perfectly uninteresting piece of antiquarian lore 
ons. of Le ses Se .. enjambment between the two verses. The 
, » ome i ; 
«dies» Der, to the splendid Annie x nu _. J pr . 
Words G@ävaros and &vnokw emphasizes this contrast Te 


1h 

| ne comes once again from Geometres, from his Mera- 

D Fe : LL: the people of Israel have crossed the Red Sea they 
atitude to God. In the S i i 

1 €ptuagint version (Ex. 15 : 1-2) the text 

"ALOWLEV T® kuplw, évS6Ews yap SeS6EaoTa: 

ne ka dvaBärnv Éppuberv eis O4\aooav. 

Bon6ds Kai okemaors éyéveré uor eis owmmpiav 


D. . 
his is how 
Geometres paraphrases these verses : 


es &ôNv TS kpaTra® kupiu, 
| OEns yàp éTAñpuoe TV oikouLévnp, 


2HR> CHATZITAKI-KAPSOME 
74 NOU, Onoapés Ne ÿ 
+ _Onoawpés NeoeMrikai A 1 i 
TR “4 pee 2 rantine version, see SP. LAMBROS, in NE 17 (1923), v. non 
, BKarivüv Bios Kai TOMTLOU6S, II, Athens 1948 57 P pres 


E GROOTE, «Joannes 
2-410, p. 380. 


G F j 
eometres” Metaphrasis of the Odes : Critical Edition», GRBS 
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nv ‘nmov Ds éppube Kai Tv 8EOTOTM 

äpänv Papa Tps Oa\aooiay XUOL. 

Ofros Bonôès Kai okemaoThs Kai TPÔHLOS, 

oTpépuy Tà Geuvà mévra Tps owTnplav. 

«Let us sing a song to the mighty Lord, for He has filled the earth with 
His glory, when He threw the horse and its master, the Pharaoh, wholly 
into the waters of the sea. He is our helper and protector and leader, 


who turns every disaster into salvation». 


Apart from the general idea expressed in the two texts and a few words that 


are identical, everything else has changed beyond recognition : vocabulary, 


anges are intimately correlated with the verse 
which, due to its rhythmic and prosodic limita- 


tions, largely determines what sounds right and what does not. This is rot to say 
that Geometres like an ordinary versemonger fills up his verses with empty words 
and formulaic phrases ; he is much too good a poet to resort to this kind of expe- 
dient devices. But his choices as a poet are dictated to a large degree by the 
restrictions of the linguistic material he is working with — its prosody, its 
rhythmic patterns. It is like playing chess : although there are many options to 
choose from, the rules of the game in a certain sense dictate the moves. The same 
applies to poetry. Say, your opening move is {OwWHEV, just as in the original ; then 
you need a two-syllable word, of which the first syllable must be long : oônv. 
This is your second move. The game has just started and you are already pushed 
forward into a certain direction. The third move is to turn the constituent T& 
kupiw into a seven-syllable hemistich with an alternating prosodic pattern and a 
stress syllable on the penultimate : you decide to add the word kparai@, for it 
perfectly fits in the verse. However, what sounds like a good solution to your 
problem, in fact complicates things. For now you have a «mighty Lord», but this 
suggests by implication that there are lords that are not powerful, like, for 
instance, the Pharaoh, whom Moses defeated. It now becomes clear that the word 
àvaBémnv in the original, «rider», will not do ; instead you need the word 
Seomémmy in order to have a contrast between the «mighty Lord» and the not 0 
mighty «master» drowning together with his horse. At this point, already man} 
moves away from your initial starting point, it dawns upon you that you are if 


fact contrasting imperial rule to tyr 
eternal, you cannot use that nasty aori 
that the lord, in other words : the emperor, 


syntax and content. These ch 
structure of the dodecasyllable, 


anny. Given the fact that imperial rule is 
st éyévero, for that would seem to indicate 
has shown himself to be «a helper as 
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a protector» at a certain point in time. But th 
lens. So vo Pe : € emperor always hel 
A ch ou A verse into an everlasting eu : «He M 
pp ones er ne disaster into salvation». The six Aa 
to have made clear, the amplific pi rise rhetorical auxesis * ; but as I hope 
nie Ju mt Fit ion is closely connected with the verse structure 
“Pense S, every choice restricts the possibility of further 
2e ads to the inevitable checkmate, which is the mome 
"amies a. eat and completes his poem. ” 
D first sight, co mm = and verse, however far-fetched it may 
ss in Byrutinc _ 7 and large to the quintessential notion of 
defence by authors of did < actic poetry. In numerous texts written in self 
A us and tronrt verse, We read that it is good to combine sous 
D edious stuff, such as grammar, in a light-hearted 
0 | material has already been collected b ed manner. 
pu Le se nero of the political verse"*. I will quote a few example 
D in political ve : of-Niketas of Herakleia : «Come, let us amuse me à s 
D . rs a consolation in sickness and in faintheartedness 14 
D Le. . pus) for this is the only topic we fe not 
nu sd ss es political verses» * ; «having put to 
erious» ”. There can be little doubt about de _ Le “rar . + 
rse 


y Michael Jeffreys in his 


:itis 


13. See M. DE GROOTE, «Joanne 
24) 95-111, p. 97-103. 


4 MI. JEFFRE YS, « The Nature and Or 1gins of the E olitical ver se», DOI 28 1974) 142-195, 
2 55, 161, 66, : Le 5 and — Æ.1VI, J, Y 4 : 
1 1 1 73 1 7 n. 1 74. ( E M & M J JEFFRE S, Po ular Liter alure in Late 


» London 1983, nr. IV). S 
# , Nr. . See also : TH. ANTO 
of Heraclea», JOB 53 (2003) 171-185, P. RES Fe PAPA none 


SCC JEFFREYS, «Nature and 
OmiXots/ rñs v6oou Tapn 


S Geometres und das Metaphrasieren der Oden», BZ 97 


Origins... » cit « AL 

; ‘  P. 166 : pépe HLikpôv T A 

À Ô| LS Û L TaiËuerv . 

WT, oDroL-/ rodro yà pue rs Kai Ts pukpobuxias,/mepl nuéruv - Pit À 

dactique à Byzance : a VESÉTAOTOV OT Tù Uépos ôvov. J. SCH ge 
oui be atrribure } Héraclée», BAGB 58 (1999) 388.423, D. 307 an te | 

ice : attributed to Niketas or t ; 49 P: , doubts 
Das Heracleensis», Byz 79 (1999) 1 19-144, p F— % ; but see : B. ROOSEN, «The 


JErre 


YS, «Nature and Origi ] 

_ Then gins...» cit., P. 174 and ANTONOPOULOU, «O i 

A. TOVAR + ruN p” Beracien nr nt où us For de tien 

un. ; eraclea and B i * rs 
Presented to Ben Edwin Perry, Urbana Hye) s Doctrine», in 


HI EIDER «Poé : ñ 
3 , êsie didactique 1 
à Léo $ : que...» cif., p. 412 : mai à n 

DS, ÉOTL yüp Kai Taifeiv ouwbpôvus PR FONDS 
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the choice of verse is not just a matter of 


it has also to do with the fact that verse 
dious lesson and allows the didactic 


meant to be learnt by heart. However, 
memory techniques and mnemonics ; 
lends a certain playfulness to an otherwise te 
material to be digested more easily by the students. In a recent paper on the 
didactic poetry of Niketas of Heraklieia, Schneider has admirably demonstrated 
how the choice of verse affects the choice of vocabulary as well. Instead of using 
dry technical terms, when he discusses orthography, Niketas will say that certain 
words love, embrace, hug, like, desire, long for or strive after a certain vowel, 
whereas they detest, loathe, repel and rebuke other spellings. Words like to dance 
in the company of other words, unless they are insolent and rebellious. There are 
words that are modest and know their place ; but there are also words that are 
puffed up and conceited. There are fat words, there are lean ones. Etcetera, 
etcetera!®. The poetic discourse is much more lively and passionate than that of 
it is even tinged with a subtle eroticism and a hint of daring. As pointed 


prose ; 
another major difference between poetry and prose is 


out by Michael Jeffreys, 
that poetry is less demanding for the student because it uses a more simple and 


straightforward vocabulary than most prose does ; this is especially true for 
didactic poetry in purely accentual metres, such as the political verse or the verse 


forms of liturgical poetry x 


choice of verse has profound effects on syntax and word order, 
in short, on all the expressive 


on the very content of 


To sum up, the 
vocabulary, tone of words and stylistic register : 
means of verbal communication and thus, by implication, 
ssage itself. In response to the questions put forward by Signes 
that didactic poetry is to be considered poetry 
in verse. This sounds disappointingly simple, 
f ancient and modern 
s simple as this. Form 


the poetic me 
Codoñer and Nilsson, I would say 
for no other reason than that it is 
and I would have loved to open up a whole can o 
theoreticians to give a more satisfying answer. Butitis a 


matters. 


a — 

18. See SCHNEIDER, «Poésie didactique...» cif., p. 405-409. 

19. JEFFREYS, «Nature and Origins...» cif., P. 156 and 174. Jeffreys limits himself to didactic 
poetry in political verse ; but his excellent observations also hold true for didactic poetry in 
hymnographic metres, such as the canons and troparia of Niketas of Herakleia : apart from the 
papers by Schneider and Antonopoulou quoted above, see K. Mirsakis, «Bu£avTivi ka 
Neon Tapañuvoypadia», KAnpovouia 4 (1972) 303-360 (= «Byzantine and Modem 
Greek Parahymnography», in D. CONOMOS [ed. byl, Studies in Eastern Chant Y, Crestwood 


1990, 9-76). 


KRISTOFFEL DEMOEN 


POÉTIQUE ET RHÉTORIQUE DANS 
LA POÉSIE DE GRÉGOIRE DE NAZIANZE 


Tai£er rous Talyvia, Taiyuia OEpLvà, 

Ka sir * Ye Tépru des, OS RTE. 

| ppeTe, kal 6Ghvai, ka TpuTéSur laviar 
(epg 25, PG 38, 96) 


U, A , . A « . . PTE 
J d J 
ne tête 8 1SE JOUE aussi, mais ses JEux sont des Eux Sérieux ,» 


Sa joie enfantine êlé ] 
Fe : est mêlée au Chri 
riant de manière solennelle, je me réjouis. Les Hélicons 


au diable! et les lauriers, et les extases des trépieds. 


L GRÉGOIRE : POËTE BYZANTIN ? POËTE TOUT COURT ? 
n pourrait se demander si Grégoi i 
goire de Nazianze méri 
ur l’art poétique à . érite sa place dans un 
L n° E 0 Byzance. Ce disant, Je me réfère moins au débat an. 
D L. ate à laquelle fixer le début de l’époque ner b cas , 
ps D la place de Grégoire dans l’histoire de la + Pare 
ol LE... de à la fin de la tradition classique ? Ou au début de la va 
ù ! a-t-il une place isolée? (Au ni FES 
LE. ! niveau de la quantité, cett 
% _p mo avec ses quelques 18.000 vers transmis ) e œuvre est 
eydell s’est exprimé fermement, i 
D . ent, il y a un demi-siè ; 
J goire une NT és. = : Û mi-siècle, Our attr 
ein in der La ets Te Sn n ichtung “sl _— 
E iner Zeit hat, so hat sie auch kei 
chische Poesi noert auch keine Nachwirku i 
"dû LL” der Folgezeit geübt.» Pas de racines pas Pa auf . 
; e prive même du titre de poë , ie 
f oëête tout court : : h 
MVOrzutragen ve P urt : «dergleichen in 
D. Le À es nur, wem das Gefühl für poetischen Kunststil 
gr. (...) Er hat nicht einmal gelernt, korrekte si, 


Verse zu bauen!.» 


L : 
DELL, «Die literatu 


4- rhistori : 
D 137141 orische Stellung der Gedichte Gregors von Nazianz», SBN 7 
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WHY PRODUCE VERSE IN 
TWELFTH-CENTURY CONSTANTINOPLE ? 


The English language, like most others, has a useful distinction between «verse» 

, and «poetry». «Verse» can be defined, for example, as a «metrical line containing 
a definite number of feet ; a metrical composition», while «poetry» is the «art, 
work of the poet ; elevated expression of elevated thought or feeling in metrical 
_ form». The title of this brief contribution uses the term «verse» deliberately. In 
English today the words «poetry» and «poetic» are redolent with overtones from 
Romanticism — this is the medium in which to emote, to set out raw observations, 
to make one’s personal statements. What makes a text «poetic» is matter for 
debate. Is it indeed form, the presence of a metrical pattern however freely 
observed ? Is it a particularity of vocabulary ? Is it a density of expression, a 
complexity of verbal images ? Is it an emotional tone ? À Byzantine author 
would have accepted all these as necessary markers of a poetic text, except the 
last. Emotion was not an essential part of Byzantine poetry, which is not to say 
that it was never present or never eloquently expressed”. Virtually everything that | 
could be expressed in prose was also expressed in verse, including much that 


1. H.W. FOWLER -— F.G. FOWLER (ed.), The Concise English Dictionary, Oxford 1964°. 


2. À topic with an endless bibliography : see, for example, with reference to poetry in 
English, essays by the current Oxford Professor of Poetry : C. RICKSs, The Force of Poetry, Oxford 
1995 or N. FABB, Language and Literary Structure: the Linguistic Analysis of Form in Verse and 
Narrative, Cambridge 2002, on the aesthetic complexities of the interaction between metre and 
language. 

3. Penitential poetry is perhaps the most obvious example of this, as in the penitential 
alphabets or the Dioptra of Philippos Monotropos ; see the discussion in M. HINTERBERGER, 
«Tränen in der byzantinischen Literatur», JOB 56 (2006), 27-52, which covers texts in both prose 
and verse. Note, however, after the sixth century the extreme rarity of love poetry (the modern 


Emotion par excellence), despite the Hellenistic amatory tradition and the continued, if rarefied, 
existence of the Greek Anthology. 
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modern social conventions consider appropriate only to prose. While much 
Byzantine writing in metrical patterns can be called «poetic» by modern defini- 
tions and does indeed express elevated thought in metrical form, yet much — 
lacking elevated thought — can in all honesty only be classified as «verse». 

When considering writing in verse in Byzantine culture there are perhaps two 
salient points. The first concerns vocabulary. The process of composing poetry or 
verse involves arranging Words into metrical patterns. The Byzantines inherited 
well-perceived sets of such patterns from authors of the classical canon, and also 
handbooks with instructions for the rules for these patterns” . There also followed 
that there was an expectation of special morphological forms or particular ele- 
ments of vocabulary that were deemed appropriate to this tével of discourse. The 
poetic vocabulary of today’s poets has connotations of extravagance, flamboyan- 
ce, of expressions pushed to the limit with metaphors and neologisms, with little 
reference to metrical pressures (however strong these may have been in the past). 
The «poetic vocabulary» and «poetic forms» of classical Greek and Byzantine 
literary culture$ has a much stronger reference to their origins in metrical 
demands. Put simplistically, certain forms which were metrically useful became 
ossified with the label «poetic», and were to be used only in metrical contexts and 
not in prose. Words whose shape was peculiarly suited to fit metrical patterns and 
which continued to be available for this purpose were labelled «poetic» by the 
grammarians ; they had to be learned, for use in verse-writing, but then avoided 
in correct prose writing. The range of verb- and noun-terminations associated 
with the hexameter are the most obvious instance of this : they are still appearing 
in Metochites’ hexameters in the 1320s. 

The second point concerns linguistic change. During the millennium in 
which Byzantine literary culture flourished Greek was not linguistically static, 
and so the inherited metrical patterns ceased to be a comfortable fit. Greek 
became a language of syllable stress rather than syllable length. It became increas 
singly difficult to work within the paflerns inherited from the Greek literar}l 
th 

4. Didactic poetry being the most obvious case, with Psellos’ summaries of the Nomocanon$ 
(Michaelis Pselli Poemata, ed. L.G. WESTERINK, Stuttgart 1992) as perhaps extreme examples: 
5. See the section «Metrik» in H HUNGER, Die hochsprachliche profane Literatur dl 
Byzantiner, I], Munich 1978, p. 50-54; the Enchiridion of Hephaistion in its VarlOui 
manifestations became probably the most significant teaching tool, as witnessed by the work 
the brothers Tzetzes (Isaac on the metres of Pindar, and John in his memorial to Isaac). 


6. Brought to our attention by the labels «poetic» in, e.g., LSJ. 
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7. For the twel 
Fi fth century, John Tzetzes’ 


lota Oxoniensia III, Oxf 2 

? , XL, ord 1836, = 
prosodic metres and the fifteen-syllable ee ee 

8. For a y 
good recent 
À: MARKOPOULO Educatio 

QU rien que and Byzantine education, see | 
, 4 


discussion of late anti 
», in E. JE - 
FFREYS — J. HALDON — R. CORMACK (ed. by) Oxford 


H D 
andbook of Byzantine Studies, Oxford 2008, 185-195 


9. See Tzetzes again, wi 
r : À gain, With his ironi 
n. nbi», RSBN 6-7 [1969-70] 13549) on uses of metre (P.A. M. LEONE, «loannis * 
- . In TTepi y S ; . . ; 1S 
01), p. 98 10: GHHaTKfs Êd\oyos (Anecdota Graeca 
, p. 98-101. » ed. L. BACHMANN, II, Leipzi 
» IL, Leipzig 1828, 
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to observe both syllable stress and syllable length: to produce verses for the eye 
as well as the ear!!. A third metre developed, the fifteen-syllable «political» 
verse, whose history is still debated'?. In length the fifteen-syllable line could be 
said to be filling the role played by the hexameter, but this could not be said so 
clearly for the topics for which it was used when it first appeared in writing: an 
odd combination of imperial, ceremonial, penitential and educational uses}. But 
it fitted the rhythmic patterns of spoken Greek very effectively, so effectively that 
there was no intellectual challenge in producing it, whether in written form or 
orally. This must be one of the, certainly many, reasons why John Tzetzes in the 
twelfth century was so scornful of it'*: the fifteen-syllable line lends itself with 
amazing facility to extempore production 

damningly for literary practitioners like Tzetzes it had no classical antecedents, 
and so no rules. Planudes called it the metre that was not a mere. 

Why then should this discussion focus on the twelfth century and its verse- 
writing ? 

One aspect of the literature produced in the twelfth century that is in marked 
contrast to either the eleventh or the thirteenth, is that there was a very great deal 
of writing in verse. This is not the place for a detailed listing. For the eleventh 
century names that immediately come to mind, all ultimately from the highest 
social and political circles, include Christopher of Mytilene (d. 1068 ?), a well 
born and high-ranking author of epigrams, John Mavropous (d. 1081 ?) whose 
literary output also included epigrams, the versatile Michael Psellos (d. after 
1081 ?) whose metrical output ranged from prosodic epigrams to didactic fifteens 
syllables. However, once these are named, other names and writers of verse 
become more difficult to find. The Dioptra of Philip 
eleventh century (written 1095), but does this apply to the Mousai ostensibly 
Alexios 1? Turning to the thirteenth century 
Manuel Holobolos (ca. 1245- ca. 1314) and Manuel Philes (ca. 1275-ca. 1345) 
providing quantities of material for court contexts. There are of course anonÿ 


on re 
11. F. DÔLGER, «Die griechische Dichtung in der Reinsprache», Eucharisterion (Thessalor k 


1961) 1-63. 
12. The latest significant contribution on its history is in M. LAUXTERMANN, The Springs 

Rhythm. An Essay on the Political Verse and Other Byzantine Metres, Vienna 1999 [ByzVind£ 
13. See the analysis in M. JEFFREYS, «The nature and origins of the political verse? DOP: 

(1974) 142-195. 

14. Some telling examples are quoted in JEFFREYS, «Nature and origins.. 


by 


.», Cit., P- 152-1 À 


and is easily memorized. Perhaps more ; 


Monotropos belongs to feu 


notable writers of verse include 
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There is a quite Striking amount of «occasional» verse, that is, verse 
produced to commemorate 


an event, whether an im 
aristocratic wedding, a birth, a death, or an impassioned petition to a potential 
patron — often, though not always, in the fifteen- 


syllable line. The most active 
producers of this type of verse were perhaps Theodore Prodromos and 
Manganeios Prodromos, but many of the writers of epigrams mentioned above 
can also be included in this category. L 


But why should the preferred medium be metrical ? 
is reasonably straightforward. The vérse-Writing is intended to demonstrate that 
the writer is a fully paid- 


up member of the notional writers’ union, that he is a 
credible member of the guild of Ziterani??. This would have been the incentive for 
Tzetzes’ production of his hexamèter Carmina Iliaca, and the reason for his 
disgruntlement when these texts failed to reach an appreciative audience. This 
must have been a factor 


in Theodore Prodromos’ choice of hexameters for some 
of his addresses to John II : a demonstration of full awareness of the heroic over- 
tones to the metre, together with the technical competence to practice it. In other 


instances, such as the Katomyomachia, or Christos Paschon, the reason may 
ultimately have been the same but these represent the steps on the way to beco- 
ming an accepted craftsman. That is to Say, these were demonstration pieces, 
written to display a writer's wares and to show to two audiences his mastery of 
the ancient idioms. One audience has just been referred to — 


potential patrons. 
The second type of audience is one that all too often is underestimated : the 


an Constantinople. 


perial victory or an 


In some cases the answer 


participants in the education process in mid-century Comneni 
This would have been made up at one level of the writer’s Peer group of fellow- 
Students (rivals for employment), and at another by the next generation in the 
process of being instructed. Arguably, the need to produce demonstration pieces 
and «fair copies» for a student group lies also behind the appearance of the 
novels, starting in the late 1130s. This is the period in which, for different but 
should be placed Prodromos’ Rhodanthe and 


22. It may or ma 


y not be relevant that the only woman writer known from the twelfth century 
Used prose. 
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RS 


Dosikles and the original version of Digenis Akritis®. This is not the place to 
argue the case out in full, but in brief — after tragedy and epic — the novels of the 
Second Sophistic were a prime challenge for a feat of creative mimesis, for pasti- 
che, and all the Comnenian novels betray their, as it were, lecture-room or class- 
room origins in their countless «set-piece» bravura episodes (ekphrases, etho- 
poioai, speeches, debates etc etc). But since the novels of the Second Sophistic 
were in prose, and three out of the four Comnenian novel writers chose to use 
verse rather than prose the question remains, «why verse ?». | 

These thoughts have been prompted by my interest in Manganeios 
Prodromos and his large output, of which I and Michael Jeffreys have for far too 
long been preparing an edition. Manganeios Prodromos is not to be identified 
with Theodore Prodromos, despite the overlap in careers and names and confu- 
sion in the manuscripts. He was in the service of the Sevastokratorissa Eirene, 
Manuel Komnenos’ sister-in-law; he wrote praise, laments, celebrations of do- 
mestic events and petitions on her behalf : to a lesser extent, as one of the swarm 
of court speech-makers, he also wrote for the emperor Manuel himself“. The 
work of Manganeios survives chiefly in one manuscript, Marc. Gr. XI.22, which 
surely represents yet another of the Nicaean attempts to sweep up the Comnenian 
literary, and especially court, heritage”. Manganeios used nothing but verse, 
mainly fifteen-syllables, though there are some twelve-syllables as well with 
which he seems to feel less comfortable. Why did he not use prose, when there 
are many examples of prose speeches covering the sort of topics and occasions 
with which he deals — both from throughout the preceding centuries, and from 
within the twelfth-century itself ? Eustathios of Thessalonike, to take but one 
example, produced prose panegyrics and orations for and to the emperor 


a —— 

23. E. JEFFREYS, «A date for Rhodanthe and Dosikles ?», in P. AGAPITOS — D. REINSCH (hrsg: 
von), Der Roman im Byzanz der Komnenenzeit, Frankfurt am Main 2000, 127-137 ; P. AGAPITOS, 
«Poet and Painter : Theodore Prodromos’ Dedicatory Verses of his Novel to an Anonymous 
Caesar», JOB 50 (2001), 173-187. The case for placing Digenis Akritis at this time resis on the 
parallels between the Grottaferrata version of Digenis and Ptochoprodromos, Poem I, ed. 
EIDENEIER, Kôln 1991[Neograeca Medii Aevi 5]. 

24. See the useful list in P. MAGDALINO, The Empire of Manuel I Komnenws, 1 143-1180; 
Cambridge, 1993, p. 494-500 ; and also E.M. AND M.J. JEFFREYS, «Who was the sevastokratorissà 
Eirene ?», Byz 64 (1994), 40-68. 

25. À further famous example being Barocc. 131 (N.G. WILSON, «A Byzantine Miscellanÿss 
Ms Barocci 131 Described», JÔB 27 [1978], 157-179). 
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(4) 

Que ton vers soit la bonne aventure 
Éparse au vent crispé du matin 

Qui va fleurant la menthe et le thym... 
Et tout le reste est littérature. 


i i istory 
but in any future His 
une m more that should be said, ; 
_ There i ras i that will need to be 
he . nu these are the some of the issues that 
of Byzantine 


addressed. 


Avec son poème Art Poétique, auquel ces deux Strophes appartiennent, Paul 
Verlaine nous explique clairement sa vision de la poésie. S’il y avait des vers 
semblables écrits de la main de Jean Géomètre, poète byzantin du X° siècle, il 
serait facile de parler des idées poétiques de ce dernier. Mais Jean Géomètre n’a 
pas écrit de vers qui nous dévoilent sa vision sur la poésie d’une façon tellement 
nette. Il ne nous reste pas non plus de critiques de ses Contemporains au sujet de 
ses vers qui auraient pu nous aider. Pour essayer de découvrir la poétique de Jean 
Géomètre, il faut que nous nous plongions à la fois dans son époque et dans ses 
poèmes mêmes. Dans cet article, je me pose donc deux questions, qui me sem- 
blent utiles à ce propos. I. Quelle est l’influence de l'esprit du temps et de la 


émoire culturelle du X° siècle sur la poésie de Jean ? II. Qu'est-ce que les vers 
de Jean nous révèlent de ses idées poétiques ? 


Quel était l’espace littéraire dans ] 
Milieu aristocratique, 


equel Jean composait ses poèmes ? Issu d’un 
Jean a certainement reçu une bonne éducation qui devait lui 


e y g el e-S ÿ il 
al (e] quite clear that many O Man anel0s texts in h tw 
28 It 15, however , S f (S € in the V able lin 


were also intended for oral PREPORMEINEE _ 
29. As well, of course, as impressing his peers. 
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